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It was at the Vinton Convention of the American Association of Workers 
for the Blind in 1921 that the American Foundation for the Blind, a central agency 
for nation wide service to the blind was established. For many years there had 
beem a concerted effort on the part of workers in all branches of work for the 
blind to have just such an agency as the American Foundation. In the charter of 
the Foundation there are many important and vital provisions 3et forth but it 
is only the second provision in the charter that is to be considered here. ) 
Provision #2 stated that the Foundation was “to endeavor to secure local, state, 
and federal legislation for the welfare of the blind and the partially blind. 

In order to understand what the Foundation meant by welfare, it might be well 
at this point to give some of the philosophy and thinking on the part of those 
who worked so hard to establish the Foundation. In 1907 Helen Keller said, 

"the heaviest burden on the blind is not blindness, but idleness and they can 
be relieved of this gpaater burden.“ This statement is as real today as when 
it was made and it was with this premise in mind that the Foundation worked 
toward educating the public to accept a philosophy of constructive help for 
the blind rather than destructive sympathy and to realize that except for the 
-blind’ person's need of special services and opportunities, the blind person is 
not different from the sesing and it is equally important for the blind person 
to be a well adjusted individual with normal, satisfying, social and re@reation- 
al outlets and with a training that will fit him to be economically independ- 
ent as it is for the seeing persone The blind too have had to be educated as 
well as the seeing, “to look upon blindness only as an inconvenience and not 
ag an insurmountable handicap." 

Legislation for the blind existed many years before the Foundation was 
incorporated. Because blindness is so definite a cause of poverty special 
provision of public relief for the needy blind had long been demanded. The 


theory on which blind relief is based is that blindness itself ia a sufficient- 
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ly well defined cause of poverty to require special consideration at the hands 
of the state. There were various trends in the development of state legisla- 
tion for the blind. One trend supported by both the blind and seeing alike 

was that special allowances are a sort of compensation for blindness ahd that 
all blind persons should be entitled to them regardless of need. Another group 
opposed this on the grounds that an allowance or pension for blindness vould 
discourage industry and would tend to pauperize the blind individusl and that 
the tax payer cannot be expected and should not be asked to contribute to the 
income of those who can maintain themselves without such assistance. This group 
favored the administration of such special allowances on the basis of need and 
termed them "olind relief". Still another type of state assistance to the blind 
was deWeloped, which more nearly met the ideals of the majority of workers for 
the blind, this was the setting up of services rendered by state departments 

or “commissions” for the blind. In the early deyelopment of work for the blind 
privately supported agencies took the responsibility for the education of the 
young blind, the establishment of special workshops where capable blind people 
were given employment; them the teaching of embossed print and handicrafts 

to adult blind people in their homes. Gradually the usefulness of these ace 
tivities was recognized by the state and in 1906 the first “Commission for the 
Blind” was established by act of the Massachusetts Legislature, a state agency 
supported from public funds for the purpose of locating blind persons, provid- 
ing vocational training and employment for them according to their capacities, 
teaching them the use of embossed print and helping the newly blind to adjust 

to their handicap. From 1906 to 1931, 25 additional state departments for the 
blind came into being with powers as broad as those defined above, their pur= 
pose being to promete the welfare of the blind as independent, ctieat par- 
ticipating members of societye The Amerinan Foundation assisted in forming 
state commissions, made recommendations as to the standardization of the best 
kind of local and state legislation for minimizing the handicap of blindness 


without pauperizing the blind. In 1923 there were 14 State Commissions, and 
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eight years later there were 25 not including Florida and Nebraska, which states 

had passed legislation to establish such state departments for the blind but 

had made no appropriation. 
Toh Beargee os In 1923 The American Foundation for the Blind helped to esbablish in Geor- 
forbops oO" gia the State Commission for the Blind by sending a representative to appear 
before a joint meeting of the House and Senate to urge the consideration of the 
benefits to be obtained by the successful passage of the bill for a Commission. 
Qed wrt : In 1922 the Found&ition aided in setting up the Virginia Commission. In 1923 
The Hesane oa State Babeetuece for the Blind was established with the pur= 
pose of giving service and relief, training, rehabilitation and preventive 
work for the blind. In 1923, Iowa was helped to set up a state commission for 
the blind and the representative of the Foundation was able to help in launche- 
ing a campaign to arouse local interest and patronage in local workshops for 
the blind. The Foundation after once assisting in the setting up of a State 
Commission did not consider their work done; follow up work was often necess- 
ary to bring to the attention of the public the importance of adequately main- 
taining a Commission for the services needed by the blind. In Feb. 1924, in 
Virginia, a three day campaign was conducted by the Foundation in behalf of the 
Virginia Commission for the Blind and it was found that by action of this kind 
the need for increasing the state appropriation for the Commission's use for 
the blind was realized more fully by the public. Following the campaign of 
| the Foundation, the Virginia Legislature passed a bill providing for the erect- 
ion of a school for blind white children to be known as the Virginia School 
for the Blind. In 1925 at the request of the special committee appointed by 
the Governor of Colorado, the Foundation made a survey of the work for the adult 
blind of Colorado. Different forms of legislature were discussed by the Com- 
Witte and the Foundation recommended that the present three state departments 


doing work for the blind be consolidated under one Commission. In 1925, in 


New Mexica, two days after a Foundation representative had appeared with the 
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Supt. of the School for the Blind at Almorgearda, a bill was passed appropri- 
ating $65,000 for adding buildings to the State School, to provide quarters 
for forty blind children not in school. In 1926, in Nebraska, there was no 
active state program for the blind so the Director of the Council of Social 
Agencies in Lincoln, Nebraska asked the Foundation tomake an investigation, 
the purpose of which was to recommend a constructive program that would meet 
the needs of the blind. In 1917 there was a law passed by the General Court 
in Nebraska, creating a State Commission for the Blind to function under the 
State Board of Control. It was only active for five years and there had been 
no appropriation made since 1921. Conferences were held with leading state 
workers for the blind and the Board of Control showed interest and reported 
that if the objects for resastablishing the Commission were properly and 
Wes forcefully brought to the attention of the Btate Board of Control and to the 
: General Court, during legislative session in 1927, there is reason to believe 
that the pesteturs will make an appropriation to covep this cause. The study 
made showed an urgent need for the establishment of some industrial training; )ate~ 
teachers and materials were provided by the Statee In 1986, in Louisiana, the 
| Foundation conducted a Week for the Blind in behalf of the Louisiana State 
Commission for the Blind. It was educational in furposee The Louisiana 
Commission sought the help of the Foundation in formulating a working pro= 
gram for State Work. In 1926, in West Virginia, the Foundation affiliated with 
the State Civilian Vaocational Rehabilitation @f West Virginia and made a 


| study of the conditions of the blind. In cooperation with the State Board of 


Education the Foundation filed a bill to create a State Commission for the 


Blind. A representative of the Foundation was asked to be present at:.the time 
of the hearing to present the need of state work for the adult blind in West 
Virginia. In i926, the blind people of Vermont urged the Foundation to take 
steps to organize state work for the blind there. In 1927, The Foundation 


held conferences in Alabama with local associations for the blind and plans 
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for a state program were formulated. In 1927 , the Foundation's efforts in 
Vermont resulted in a bill being passed by the Legislature creating a speédial 


department for the Blind in the Department of Public Welfare. 


In many states the schools for the Blind were in the Department of Welfare, 
and the Foundation felt that the logical place for them was in the Department 
of Education. The Ohio Legislature in 1927 passed a bill over the Governor's 
veto transferring the School of the Blind from the Department of Welfare to 
the Department of Education. This was another victory for the Foundation and 
those who believed that the training of blind children did not belong in the 
field or sphere of charity. i 

In 1928, in Mississippi,spassed a bill creating a State Commission for 
the Blind. Ib was the &2nd state to enact legislature in favor of blind people 
and this bill was drafted by a representative of the American Foundation. 

In 1928, Louisiana passed a bill creating a State Commission for the Blind 
The Foundation had held educational weeks in various cities throughout the 
State a short time prior to the passage of the bill. In 1929, in response 

to an invitation from the Legislature of Florida, Helen Kelher and a repre= 
sentative from the Foundation appeared before a joint session of the Senate 
and the House to plead for the passage of a bill creating a state commission 
for the blind. Legislation was unanimously passed. In the state of Kentucky 
in 1932, the Foundation undertook a survey of the blind in that state in coop= 
eration with the State Board of Health and the Rotary Clubs. In 1935, in 
North Carolina, after great effort on the part of the Foundation there was 

a law enacted establishing a Commission for the Blind. In 1935, Oklahoma 


passed a bill for needy blind that was drafted by the Foundation. 
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